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Research Article
Attenuating the Link Between
Threatened Egotism and
Aggression
Sara Konrath,1 Brad J. Bushman,1,2 and W. Keith Campbell3
1University of Michigan; 2Vrije Universiteit, Amsterdam, The Netherlands; and 3University of Georgia
ABSTRACT—Research has found that narcissists behave
aggressively when they receive a blow to their ego. The
current studies examined whether narcissistic aggression
could be reduced by inducing a unit relation between the
target of aggression and the aggressor. Experimental
participants were told that they shared either a birthday
(Study 1) or a ﬁngerprint type (Study 2) with a partner.
Control participants were not given any information in-
dicating similarity to their partner. Before aggression was
measured, the partners criticized essays written by the
participants. Aggression was measured by allowing par-
ticipants to give their partner loud blasts of noise through a
pair of headphones. In the control groups, narcissists were
especially aggressive toward their partner. However,
narcissistic aggression was completely attenuated, even
under ego threat, when participants believed they shared a
key similarity with their partner.
When they discover the center of the universe, a lot of people will
be disappointed to discover they are not it.
—Bernard Bailey (The Quotations Page, 1994–2005)
Individuals with inﬂated egos think they are the center of the
universe. Unfortunately, such individuals also become aggres-
sive when they are criticized or rejected by others (e.g., Bush-
man & Baumeister, 1998, 2002; Campbell, Bonacci, Shelton,
Exline, & Bushman, 2004; Stucke & Sporer, 2002). Support for
the threatened-egotism model of aggression has led to a funda-
mental reconceptualization of the roots of violence in many ar-
eas (Baumeister, Smart, & Boden, 1996). For example, the FBI
report on school violence now lists threatened egotism as a risk
factor (O’Toole, 1999).
What is missing from this line of research is a technique or
strategy for attenuating the link between threatened egotism and
aggression. Uncovering such a technique would have both the-
oretical beneﬁts in understanding why egotism and violence are
linked and applied beneﬁts in reducing aggression. Our goal in
the present study was to test one potential moderator of the
egotism-aggression link: an induced unit relation between the
ego-threatened individual and the ego threatener. A unit rela-
tion refers to two or more entities ‘‘belonging together’’ on the
basis of a specific attribute (Heider, 1958).
EGOTISM, THREAT, AND AGGRESSION
Baumeister and his colleagues (1996) speciﬁed a model in
which egotism, in response to ego threat, leads to aggression.
There are thus three key variables in this model: egotism, threat,
and aggression.
Egotism is an inﬂated, perhaps untenable or unstable, view of
self. Egotism is typically operationalized as narcissism (Bush-
man & Baumeister, 1998, 2002) or as one of its more destructive
variants, including narcissistic entitlement (Campbell et al.,
2004), narcissism in conjunction with low self-concept clarity
(Stucke & Sporer, 2002), or narcissism with self-esteem
partialed out (Paulhus, Robins, Trzesniewski, & Tracy, 2004).
It is important to note that self-esteem does not appear to be
related to aggression (e.g., Baumeister et al., 1996; Bushman &
Baumeister, 1998, 2002). What makes narcissism relevant to
aggression when self-esteem by itself is not? Both narcissism
and self-esteem are associated with a highly positive view of the
self, so simple positivity of self-views is not the key. Unlike self-
esteem, however, narcissism is associated with a very positive
view of the self in agentic domains (e.g., intelligence, status) and
amoremodest (but still inﬂated) self-view in communal domains
(e.g., caring, empathy; Campbell, Rudich, & Sedikides, 2002).
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These less positive communal self-views correspond with a
relative lack of close connections with other individuals (e.g.,
Carroll, 1987; Watson, Grisham, Trotter, & Biderman, 1984). In
short, then, it is plausible that a key factor in narcissistic ag-
gression is the lack of a close connection with the other person.
Ego threat occurs ‘‘when favorable views about oneself are
questioned, contradicted, impugned, mocked, challenged or
otherwise put in jeopardy’’ (Baumeister et al., 1996, p. 8).
Several types of threats increase aggression. The most com-
monly used ego threat in aggression research is negative feed-
back or criticism (e.g., Bushman & Baumeister, 1998); but there
is also evidence that social rejection (e.g., dislike and disres-
pect; Twenge & Campbell, 2003) and a restriction of freedom or
autonomy (Bushman, Bonacci, Van Dijk, & Baumeister, 2003)
similarly provoke aggression. Each of these threats challenges
an individual’s view of self in an agentic domain.
Aggression is any behavior intended to harm another person.
Following threat, narcissists typically aggress only against the
source of the perceived threat (e.g., Bushman & Baumeister,
1998). There is also some evidence that the aggression can be
directed against an individual with the same identity as the
threatener (e.g., the individual and the threatener are on the
same athletic team; e.g., Gaertner & Iuzzini, in press). However,
there is no evidence for the unguided narcissistic rage described
in the psychodynamic literature. This is not to say that such rage
will not occur in certain circumstances, but in a typical lab study
involving participants from nonclinical samples, there is usually
a good deal of control over aggression. That is, aggression is
primarily used for direct reprisals against the individual who
delivered the ego threat (e.g., Bushman & Baumeister, 1998).
ATTENUATING NARCISSISTIC AGGRESSION
What manipulation would mitigate narcissistic aggression? One
possibility would be minimizing the positivity of the self in an
agentic domain. If a narcissistic man, for example, could be led
to think that he was not very smart, negative feedback about his
performance on an exam might not lead to an aggressive re-
sponse. Unfortunately, such a manipulation itself is likely to set
off narcissistic aggression.
A more promising direction would be to increase the psy-
chological connection (i.e., unit relation) between the narcissist
and the threatener (Heider, 1958). If done correctly, this would
mitigate the lack of interpersonal connection that makes the
aggression possible. This manipulation would also capitalize on
narcissists’ weakness—self-love. Narcissists love themselves,
and if someone else is like them, how can they hurt that other
person? The ideal manipulation would create a positive unit
relation that is not so specialized that it challenges the narcis-
sist’s high need for uniqueness (Emmons, 1984). For example,
convincing the narcissist that he or she shares the same birthday
or ﬁngerprint type with the threatener may create a unit relation
without threatening him or her unduly.
There are several lines of research that demonstrate the
general social beneﬁts of such invoked unit relations. These
beneﬁts include greater compliance to the requests of other
people (Burger, Messian, Patel, del Prado, & Anderson, 2004),
greater cooperation in prisoners’ dilemma games (Miller,
Downs, & Prentice, 1998), and even more positive judgments of
Rasputin (the notorious Russian monk) if people think they
share his birthday (Finch & Cialdini, 1989). More interesting,
perhaps, there is also reason to expect that manipulating unit
relations might have an effect that is specific to egotism. Evi-
dence for this possibility is found in the literature on the self-
serving bias. In general, self-serving behavior is constrained by
close relationships with other people. For example, if two in-
dividuals work together on a task, receive failure feedback, and
are asked who should be blamed for the poor performance, an
individual will blame his or her partner less to the extent that
there is a close relationship between the two (Sedikides,
Campbell, Reeder, & Elliot, 1998). This effect, however, is
signiﬁcantly moderated by narcissism. When the self can be
enhanced only at the expense of the other (e.g., taking credit for
success means giving less credit to the partner), there is a clear
crossover interaction: Narcissists will self-enhance and non-
narcissists will other-enhance (Campbell, Reeder, Sedikides, &
Elliot, 2000). Given that (a) self-serving attribution processes
are signiﬁcantly related to aggression in narcissists (Stucke,
2003) and (b) self-serving attributional processes are on average
displayed in relational contexts only by narcissists, it is arguable
that a successful manipulation that forms a unit relation between
two individuals will have an effect only on narcissists.
OVERVIEW OF THE PRESENT RESEARCH
In the present research, we experimentally manipulated the
perceived unit relation between two individuals. This was done
by creating contexts in which individuals believed that they
shared a birthday (Study 1) or shared a ﬁngerprint type (Study 2).
In both studies, we ﬁrst measured participants’ levels of self-
esteem and narcissistic entitlement. In Study 1, we then exposed
participants to a negative evaluation from either a purported
student partner or the experimenter (this experimenter-given
threat served as an important control condition). Participants
were led to believe that their partner either had the same
birthday they did or a different birthday. In Study 2, we exposed
participants to either a positive or a negative evaluation from a
purported student partner (the positive evaluation acted as an-
other important control condition). Participants either were told
that they shared a ﬁngerprint type with their partner or were
given no information about their partner’s ﬁngerprint type. Fi-
nally, in both studies, participants were given an opportunity to
aggress against their partner.We predicted that sharing a feature
with the partner would attenuate the link between narcissism
and direct aggression typically found after ego threat.
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STUDY 1
Method
Trait Measures
Participants ﬁrst completed an on-line survey that included
personal information (e.g., their birthday) and the trait measures
of self-esteem and narcissistic entitlement. Self-esteem was
measured using the Rosenberg (1965) Self-Esteem Scale. Nar-
cissistic entitlement was measured using the Entitlement sub-
scale of the Narcissistic Personality Inventory (Raskin & Terry,
1988). This subscale consists of six forced-choice items (e.g., ‘‘If
I ruled the world it would be a much better place’’ vs. ‘‘The
thought of ruling the world frightens the hell out of me’’). The six
items are summed, with higher scores indicating higher levels of
narcissistic entitlement.1
In the present sample, the alpha coefﬁcients for self-esteem
and narcissistic entitlement were .86 and .44, respectively.
Although the value for narcissistic entitlement was low, it is
similar to the .45 alpha coefﬁcient reported by Raskin and Terry
(1988). The correlation between the two scales was .05. Men (M
5 3.25, SD 5 0.43) scored marginally higher in self-esteem
than did women (M5 3.13, SD5 0.46), t(257)5 1.89, p< .06,
prep > .86. Men (M 5 2.59, SD 5 1.54) scored signiﬁcantly
higher in narcissistic entitlement than did women (M 5 2.00,
SD 5 1.42), t(257) 5 2.86, p < .01, prep > .95.
Participants
Participants were 274 undergraduate students (75 men, 199
women) who received course credit in exchange for their vol-
untary participation. We excluded 14 who failed to follow in-
structions. Thus, the ﬁnal sample consisted of 260 participants
(67 men, 193 women).
Procedure
Participants were tested individually, but they were told they
would be interacting with a partner of the same sex during the
study. The ‘‘partner’’ was actually a confederate pretending to be
another participant. Participants were told that the study was on
‘‘ﬁrst impressions,’’ and that they would be completing a number
of tasks with a partner in order to form an impression of him or
her, but that they would not have face-to-face contact with their
partner.
After signing the consent form, each participant completed a
short form that requested his or her name, gender, ethnic
background, and birth date. The experimenter gave this form to
the partner, and gave the participant the form that was sup-
posedly ﬁlled out by the partner. By the ﬂip of a coin, the partner
had either the same birthday as the participant or a different
birthday. The experimenter did not make any remarks about the
birthdays and responded neutrally if the participant mentioned
that the birthdays were the same.
Next, the participant was given 5 min to write an essay on
abortion, endorsing whichever position he or she preferred.
After completing the essay, the participant was randomly as-
signed to be evaluated by the partner or the experimenter. In the
direct-aggression condition, the participant’s essay was given to
the partner for evaluation; thus, any aggression against the
partner would be direct. In the displaced-aggression condition,
the participant was told that the experimenter would rate the
essay because the partner was running behind; thus, any ag-
gression against the partner would be displaced. Meanwhile, the
participant was given the partner’s essay for evaluation. A few
minutes later, the participant was given his or her own essay
back, with negative ratings and comments ostensibly made by
either the partner or the experimenter. The evaluations con-
sisted of negative ratings on organization, originality, writing
style, clarity of expression, persuasiveness of arguments, and
overall quality. There was also a handwritten comment stating,
‘‘This is one of the worst essays I have read!’’ We have used this
ego-threat procedure successfully in our previous research (e.g.,
Bushman & Baumeister, 1998).
The next part of the procedure was presented as a competitive
reaction time task (based on Taylor’s, 1967, paradigm, which has
been established as a valid and reliablemeasure of aggression—
e.g., Anderson & Bushman, 1997; Giancola & Zeichner, 1995).
Participants were told that they and their partner would have to
press a button as fast as possible on each of 25 trials and that
whoever was slower would receive a blast of noise. In advance of
each trial, participants set the level of noise their partner would
receive. Choices ranged from 60 dB (Level 1) to 105 dB (Level
10). A nonaggressive no-noise level was also provided. The
partners set random noise levels throughout the task. Basically,
within the ethical limits of the laboratory, participants controlled
a weapon that could be used to blast their partners if the par-
ticipants won the reaction time competition. Finally, partici-
pants were questioned about their suspicions, debriefed, and
dismissed. The experimenter rated how suspicious participants
were using an 11-point scale ranging from 0 (not at all suspi-
cious) to 10 (extremely suspicious).
Results
In order to create a reliable measure of aggression, we stan-
dardized the noise-intensity data and averaged the resulting
values across all 25 trials. The data were analyzed using a
hierarchical regression analysis. Continuous predictor variables
were centered when testing the interaction effects to avoid
multicollinearity (e.g., Aiken & West, 1991; Jaccard, Turrsi, &
Wan, 1990). In the ﬁrst step, we entered covariates (i.e., ex-
perimenter’s sex and participant’s suspicion level). In the second
step, we entered birthday status (1 5 same birthday, 0 5 dif-
ferent birthday), aggression type (1 5 direct, 0 5 displaced),
1As in past research (e.g., Bushman & Baumeister, 2002), the Entitlement
subscale of the Narcissistic Personality Inventory was a better predictor of
aggression than was the entire scale.
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and narcissistic entitlement (continuous). In the third step, we
added the two-way interactions of these three predictor vari-
ables. In the fourth step, we added the three-way interaction.
The covariates explained 2.2% of the variance in aggression.
The second step explained 3.4% of the variance. There was a
main effect of aggression type; direct aggression was higher than
displaced aggression, t(259) 5 2.44, p < .02, prep > .93, b 5
0.78, b 5 .19. In the third step, the interaction between ag-
gression type and narcissistic entitlement was signiﬁcant, t(259)
5 2.06, p< .05, prep> .89, b5 2.52, b5 .23. Adding the two-
way interactions increased the explained variance from 3.4% to
3.5%. In the fourth step, the predicted three-way interaction of
birthday status, aggression type, and narcissistic entitlement
was signiﬁcant, t(259)51.97, p< .05, prep> .88, b54.04,
b 5 .22. Adding the three-way interaction increased the ex-
plained variance from 3.5% to 3.7%.
To interpret the three-way interaction, we examined the two-
way interaction between birthday status and narcissistic en-
titlement separately for direct and displaced aggression. This is
a conservative test of our hypothesis because in splitting the
data, we lost the degrees of freedom associated with the other
type of aggression.
As expected, the two-way interaction was signiﬁcant for direct
aggression, t(153)52.22, p< .03, prep> .91, b53.20, b5
.21 (see Fig. 1a). When the partner had a different birthday,
the higher the participant’s level of narcissistic entitlement, the
higher his or her level of aggression, t(88) 5 3.32, p < .002,
prep > .99, b 5 2.89, b 5 .33. When the partner had the same
birthday, however, narcissistic entitlement was not related to
aggression, t(64) < 0.06, p < .95, prep < .13, b 5 0.011, b 5
.007.
The interaction between narcissistic entitlement and birthday
status was not signiﬁcant for displaced aggression, t(153) 5
0.61, p< .55, prep< .47, b5 0.859, b5 .075 (see Fig. 1b.) Self-
esteem did not predict aggression, either alone or interacting
with other variables.
Discussion
In Study 1, we used a simple birthday manipulation to induce a
unit relation between participants and their purported partners.
We found the usual positive relationship between narcissistic
entitlement and aggression when participants believed that their
birthdays were different from their partners’ birthdays. How-
ever, when participants believed that their partners shared a
birthday with them, narcissistic entitlement was unrelated to
aggression. Even at the highest levels of narcissistic entitle-
ment, participants in this condition did not respond aggressively
toward their partners despite receiving ego-threatening feed-
back. Thus, although past research has consistently and robustly
found links between threatened egotism and aggression, in a
single lab session we were able to eliminate this relationship by
introducing a simple unit-relation manipulation.
STUDY 2
In Study 2, we tried a different manipulation (i.e., ﬁngerprint
type) to induce a unit relation to conceptually replicate Study 1.
In addition, we added a positive-feedback control group to
further verify that aggression increases only after ego-threat-
ening feedback. We again expected that our unit-relation
manipulation would eliminate narcissistic aggression.
Method
Trait Measures
Before coming to the lab, participants completed the same on-
line survey as in Study 1. The alpha coefﬁcients for self-esteem
and narcissistic entitlement were .88 and .45, respectively. The
correlation between the two scales was .10. Unlike in Study 1,
Fig. 1. Results from Study 1: (a) direct aggression toward the partner
after the partner’s threatening feedback and (b) displaced aggression to-
ward the partner after the experimenter’s threatening feedback, both as a
function of birthday condition and level of narcissistic entitlement. For
ease of presentation, a median split was used to divide participants into
the high- and low-narcissism categories, as shown here, but regression
analyses were conducted. Capped vertical bars denote 1 SE.
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men (M 5 3.16, SD 5 0.50) did not differ in self-esteem from
women (M5 3.13, SD5 0.46), and men (M5 2.06, SD5 1.50)
did not differ in narcissistic entitlement from women (M5 1.86,
SD 5 1.44).
Participants
Participants were 466 undergraduate students (123 men, 343
women) who received course credit or were paid $10 in ex-
change for their voluntary participation. We excluded 10 par-
ticipants: 1 who failed to follow the experimental instructions,
1 who had a disability that prevented him from being ﬁnger-
printed, and 8 for whom the computer malfunctioned or failed to
record the data. Thus, the ﬁnal sample consisted of 456 par-
ticipants (117 men, 339 women).
Procedure
The procedure of Study 2 was the same as the procedure of Study
1, with the following exceptions. First, we manipulated simi-
larity and told participants either that they had the same ﬁn-
gerprint type as their partner or that they had a different
ﬁngerprint type (Burger et al., 2004). Thus, we changed the
cover story to reﬂect the new manipulation: Participants were
told that the researchers were studying biology, personality, and
intelligence, and that the tasks they would be completing would
assess how biological markers (e.g., ﬁngerprints) and person-
ality characteristics are related to everyday intelligence.
Participants were ﬁngerprinted at the beginning of the study.
After they had ﬁnished writing their essay on abortion and
evaluating their partner’s essay, the experimenter came into the
room and gave them their ﬁngerprints back, after purportedly
analyzing them by computer. One third of participants were told
that they shared a rare ﬁngerprint type with their partner (‘‘You
both have Type E ﬁngerprints. That’s very rare! Only about 2% of
the population has Type E ﬁngerprints.’’). Another third were
told that they shared a common ﬁngerprint type with their
partner (‘‘You both have Type E ﬁngerprints. Of course, that’s not
too surprising. About 80% of the population has Type E ﬁn-
gerprints.’’). The remaining third, the control group, received
their ﬁngerprints back without any comment from the experi-
menter.
Unlike in Study 1, half of the participants in Study 2 were
randomly assigned to receive positive feedback. We sought to
replicate the previous research ﬁnding that entitled narcissists
aggress only when they receive a blow to their ego. The positive
feedback consisted of positive ratings on the same scales as in
Study 1; in this case, the handwritten comment stated, ‘‘No
suggestions, great essay!’’ This positive-feedback manipulation
has been used successfully in previous research (e.g., Bushman
& Baumeister, 1998). The negative feedback was the same as in
Study 1. We eliminated the experimenter-feedback condition in
Study 2 because we found no evidence of displaced aggression
in Study 1.
After completing the essay task and receiving their ﬁnger-
prints, participants completed the same competitive reaction
time measure of aggression as in Study 1. Finally, participants
were questioned about their suspicions (as in Study 1, suspicion
was rated on an 11-point scale ranging from 0, not at all suspi-
cious, to 10, extremely suspicious), debriefed, and dismissed.
Results
We again standardized the noise-intensity data and averaged
them across all 25 trials and used hierarchical regression
analysis. In the ﬁrst step, we entered covariates (i.e., experi-
menter’s sex, participant’s suspicion level, and recruitment pool:
credit or paid). In the second step, we entered two dummy-coded
variables for ﬁngerprint type: rare type (1 5 shared rare ﬁn-
gerprint, 05 otherwise) and common type (15 shared common
ﬁngerprint, 0 5 otherwise). We also entered valence of the
feedback (1 5 negative, 0 5 positive) and narcissistic entitle-
ment (continuous). In the third step, we added all two-way in-
teractions. Finally, in the fourth step, we added the two three-
way interactions (Narcissistic Entitlement  Valence  Rare
Fingerprint Type and Narcissistic Entitlement  Valence 
Common Fingerprint Type).
In the ﬁrst step, the covariates explained 1.3% of the variance
in aggression. In the second step, narcissistic entitlement, t(455)
5 2.08, p < .04, prep > .89, b 5 0.75, b 5 .095, and valence,
t(455) 5 5.20, p < .00001, prep > .99, b5 0.91, b 5 .18, both
independently predicted aggression. The second step explained
2.9% of the variance in aggression.
In the third step, the two-way interaction between rare ﬁn-
gerprint type and narcissistic entitlement was marginally sig-
niﬁcant, t(455) 5 1.80, p < .08, prep > .85, b 5 1.60, b 5
.10, and there was a signiﬁcant interaction between common
ﬁngerprint type and narcissistic entitlement, t(455) 5 2.07,
p < .04, prep > .89, b 5 1.80, b 5 .11. The interaction
between valence and narcissistic entitlement was not signiﬁ-
cant. Adding the two-way interactions increased the explained
variance from 2.9% to 3.2%.
The most important test, however, came at the fourth step, when
we entered the three-way interactions into the model. The three-
way interaction among common ﬁngerprint type, valence, and
narcissistic entitlement was not signiﬁcant, but as expected,
the three-way interaction among rare ﬁngerprint type, valence,
and narcissistic entitlement was signiﬁcant, t(455) 5 1.99,
p< .05, prep> .88, b53.54, b5.11. Adding the three-way
interactions increased the explained variance from 3.2% to 3.3%.
To interpret the signiﬁcant three-way interaction, we exam-
ined the two-way interactions between common ﬁngerprint type
and narcissistic entitlement and between rare ﬁngerprint type
and narcissistic entitlement, separately for the positive- and
negative-feedback conditions. The model that included the two-
way interactions between the ﬁngerprint types and narcissistic
entitlement was marginally signiﬁcant in the negative-feedback
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condition, F(1, 218) 5 1.79, p < .05, prep > .84 (see Fig. 2a).
Both interactions between ﬁngerprint type and narcissistic en-
titlement were signiﬁcant, t(227)51.99, p< .05, prep> .88, b
5 2.70, b5 .15, for common ﬁngerprint type and t(227)5
2.40, p < .02, prep > .92, b 5 3.30, b 5 .18, for rare
ﬁngerprint type. Breaking the results down by ﬁngerprint type,
not correcting for degrees of freedom for a more conservative
test, we found that in the no-ﬁngerprint control condition, the
higher participants’ level of narcissistic entitlement, the more
aggressive they were, t(74) 5 3.11, p < .003, prep > .97, b 5
2.83, b5 .34. When partners shared either a rare or a common
ﬁngerprint type with participants, narcissistic entitlement was
not related to aggression, t(72)5 0.19, p < .85, prep < .24, b5
0.21, b 5 .02, and t(79) 5 0.67, p < .55, prep < .47, b 5
0.73, b 5 .052, respectively.
In the positive-feedback condition, the overall model that
included the two-way interactions between the ﬁngerprint types
and narcissistic entitlement was not signiﬁcant, F(1, 216) 5
1.61, prep< .79, and neither of the two-way interactions between
ﬁngerprint type (rare or common) and narcissistic entitlement
was signiﬁcant (see Fig. 2b). Self-esteem did not predict ag-
gression, either alone or interacting with other variables.
Discussion
In Study 2, we induced a unit relation between participants and
their partners with a similarity manipulation. We found the usual
positive relationship between narcissism and aggression when
participants received ego-threatening feedback from partners who
did not share their ﬁngerprint type. If, however, participants be-
lieved that they shared a ﬁngerprint type with their partners, es-
pecially if the type was a rare one, narcissism was unrelated to
levels of aggression. Indeed, following ego threat, narcissists were
descriptively less aggressive than nonnarcissists in the rare-ﬁn-
gerprint-type condition. Thus, we were again able to attenuate the
narcissism-aggression relationship in a single lab session.
GENERAL DISCUSSION
In two experiments, we tested a potential moderator of the nar-
cissism-aggression link: an induced unit relation between the
ego-threatened individual and the ego threatener. In Study 1,
this unit relation was created through a shared-birthday ma-
nipulation; in Study 2, it was created through a shared-ﬁnger-
print-type manipulation. Across studies, the results support the
conclusion that the narcissism-aggression relationship can be
attenuated if participants can be made to believe that they share
a characteristic with the ego threatener.
The effect of the unit-relation induction was limited to par-
ticipants high in narcissism. Given that the manipulation cre-
ates a connection between two individuals, this result suggests
that a lack of connection with other individuals is a key con-
tributor to narcissistic aggression. Future research may be well
served by focusing on those aspects of egotism that are associ-
ated with the inability or unwillingness to form connections with
other individuals.
Interestingly, in Study 2, we found evidence that the unit-
relation manipulation actually led to a small but noticeable
increase in aggression for participants low in narcissism. Why
might this be the case? In past research on the self-serving bias,
it has been found that some (presumably low-narcissistic) in-
dividuals will behave in a more self-serving way when they feel
maligned or mistreated by a close other than when they are so
treated by a stranger (Sedikides, Campbell, Reeder, & Elliot,
2002). Mistreatment by a close other can be seen as a violation of
relationship norms. We speculate that reaction to such a viola-
Fig. 2. Results from Study 2: (a) aggression toward the partner after the
partner’s ego-threatening feedback and (b) aggression toward the partner
after the partner’s positive feedback, both as a function of ﬁngerprint-type
condition and level of narcissistic entitlement. Participants in the control
group were not given any information about their partner’s ﬁngerprint
type, whereas participants in the common- and rare-ﬁngerprint groups
were told, respectively, that they shared with their partner a ﬁngerprint
type that occurred frequently (80%) or rarely (2%) in the population. For
ease of presentation, amedian split was used to divide participants into the
high- and low-narcissism categories, as shown here, but regression ana-
lyses were conducted. Capped vertical bars denote  1 SE.
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tion might be reﬂected in our data; that is, participants low in
narcissism may have become particularly reactive when they
felt betrayed by a close other.
This research has important practical implications. Specifically,
it suggests a strategy (i.e., inducing a shared unit relation) that
might result in lower levels of narcissistic aggression. The ma-
nipulations used in the present research might not be ideal for this
task. Efforts to create unit relations between individuals using
more plausible techniques (e.g., shared school identity) might be
effective. This is an important topic for future research.
In conclusion, it appears that narcissistic aggression following
ego threat thrives when the connection between individuals is
weak. Thus, establishing commonalities between individuals may
be a powerful strategy for keeping ego-driven aggression in check.
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